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Fig. 1. The Site of Ancient Lachish 
LACHISH--FRONTIER FORTRESS OF JUDAH 


In this issue we depart from our usual custom of 
presenting short accounts of several different items and 
confine ourselves to the important discoveries at a single 
Site. This site is a deserted mound known today as Tell 
ed-Duweir—-ancient Lachish. From its geographical situa- 
tion Lachish was one of the greatest cities of its dis- 
trict, a cultural as well as a military center for over a 
thousand years. 

In many of our handbooks and on many of our maps 
of Palestine, Lachish is still identified with the modern 
Tell el-Hesi (or Hesy) not far from Gaza, which was ex- 
cavated in the early eighteen nineties by Petrie and Bliss. 
In 1929 Professor W. F. Albright, then Director of the 
American School in Jerusalem, came to the conclusion that 
Lachish could not have been at Tell el-Hesi, but was proba- 
bly at Tell ed-Duweir, a few miles northeast in_ the 
Shephelah (foothills between the plain and the Judean 
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plateau). This opinion has been proved correct by the re- 
cent excavations at Tell ed-Duweir, carried on since 1932 
by the Wellcome-Marston Research Expedition to the Near 
East. 

Figure 1 is a view from the north of the imposing 
tell (mound), largely made up of the ruins of the succes-— 
Sive. cities which were built upon it and then destroyed.** 
On top of the mound can be seen the remains of the dis- 
trict governor's residence-fort of the Persian period 
(6th-4th cents. B.C.). At the left, on the west, is a 
pile of debris, thrown out frceu the excavation of the city 
gate. Part way down from the summ’t is the line of the 
outer fortification wall of the last city, as it was 
cleared by the expedition. 


EARLY HISTORY OF THE CITY 


Until further exploration is made we cannot be 
sure just when the city was founded, and we know little 
about the people who first settled there. It is clear, 
however, that before the time when the great pyramids were 
built in Egypt (between the 27th and 24th cents. B.C.), 
people were living in caves around the edges of the mound. 
Figure 2 shows one of these caves, the roof of which has 
Since collapsed. Later most of the caves were abandoned 
and became popular as burial places. 

Figure 3 is a grave of a Lachish inhabitant about 
the time of Abraham (20th cent. B.C.). At this time 
Palestine was rather thinly populated, and we do not know 
a great deal about the civilization, but this grave along 
with a number like it can be dated by the pottery deposit- 
ed with the bodies. 

About 1700 B.C. Palestine and Syria were over-run 
by a foreign horde 7. the agetiene called "Hyksos" (so 
the Greeks inform us), meaning ulers of Foreign Terri- 
tory." Some of the rulers were Semitic, as we know from 
their names, at least one of which was compounded with the 
Biblical name "Jacob." Many believe that Joseph rose to 
power in Egypt during the days of these foreign rulers. 


*the excavation was directed by Mr. J. L. Starkey, who must be ranked 
among the greatest of Palestine's field archaeologists. His murder 
on January 10, 1938 by Arab brigands is an irreparable loss. 

All photographs are reproduced with the generous permission of the 
Wellcome—Marston Research Expedition. 
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At Lachish, as elsewhere, the Hyksos built a great 
rectangular enclosure of beaten earth on the top of the 
mound. This served not only as protection but also as a 
place to put their horses and chariots, both of which they 
were introducing into Syria, Palestine, and Egypt for the 
first time. Around the outside of this enclosure was a 
great fosse, or dry moat, to make it easier to defend. At 
one point a tunnel was noticed, beginning in the fosse and 
ascending to the top of the mound. The manner of its con- 
struction convinced the excavators that it was a sapping 
tunnel to enable attackers to get inside the fortress for 
hand-to-hand conflict. 





Figs. 2 and 5. Cave Dweller Abode, and Early Tomb 
LACHISH DURING THE ISRAELITE SOJOURN 


Between 1600 and 1200 B.C. Palestine was a province 
of the Egyptian Empire and many objects of Egyptian manu- 
facture were imported into the country (cf. Fig. 6). It 
was during this period that the Israelites, having been in 
Egypt for some time, ran away from their taskmasters and 
entered "the land of milk and honey." For the city of 
Lachish it represented one of the most important and pros-— 
perous times in its history. Of most interest to us here 
is the discovery of a temple built in the old Hyksos fosse. 
Its equipment helps us greatly to understand Canaanite re- 
ligion in the time of Moses. 

Figure 4 is a reconstruction of this temple as it 
stood in the 13th century B.C. The worshipper passed 
through a small vestibule to reach the sanctuary itself. 
Directly in front of him as he entered was the raised 
shrine with steps for the convenience of the officiating 
priests. On the top of the shrine there stood, probably, 
the figure of the god for whom the temple was built. 
Around three sides of the room were benches, on one of 
which the worshipper placed his offering. On the right 
Side of the shrine or altar was a pottery stand on which 
once stood a bowlfor libation. To the left was a large bin 
for meat or grain offerings. In front of the altar at its 
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base was a small hearth, surrounded by a mud curb, which 
still contained charcoal from the last time it was used. 
By the libation stand was a niche for lamps. Possibly one 
of them was kept burning continually to provide fire for 
the burnt offering. At the rear were two rooms. To judge 
from their contents, one was probably a vestry for the 
priests, the other a storeroom for the offerings. 

The floor of the building was hard clay. The 


stone walls were covered with a thick coat of lime plaster. 


The roof was probably of mud and straw, flat and supported 
by wooden beams. The general appearance seems to have 
been that of rustic simplicity, lacking the splendor which 
was characteristic of the contemporary temples at the 
Egyptian outpost of Beth-shan by Mount Gilboa. 


Figs. 4 and 5. Canaanite Temple, and Bowl with Egyptian Writing 


Yet the inhabitants of Lachish were not lacking in 
certain of the luxuries of life. In and around the temple 
were many fine imported objects, mostly broken in many 
pieces. Figure 6 is a delicate perfume flask, carved from 
an ivory tusk. The head is a removable stopper, and a 
hole through it would admit the perfume into the spoon. 
Figure 7 is an ivory comb and a tapering ivory rod, exam- 
ples of which were found in the temple. The rods were 
probably used to keep the elaborate priestly wigs in curl. 
Fragments of faience, alabaster, serpentine, glass, ivory 
and gold were found in quantities, having been portions of 
vases, toilet articles, amulets, and ornate necklaces, 


CANAANITE WRITING AT THE TIME CF MOSES 


Two of the most important objects found in the. tem 
ple were a bowl and jar, on which were letters in an early 
type of Canaanite script. Figure 8 shows a dagger with 
the same type of writing, though dating about 1600 B.C., 
some 300 years earlier than the bowl and jar. 
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For years scholars have been wondering what Canaan- 
ite writing looked like during the time when the Patriarchs 
were settling the land, and Moses with the Israelites was 
wandering in the wilderness. They knew that the alphabet 
was already used by miners at Mt. Sinai about 1900 B.C. 
They also knew how the Phoenician kings of later periods 
wrote. But where was the connection; or was there any? 

It is these Lachish inscriptions, together with a 
few others recently discovered elsewhere, which furnish 
the connection. The alphabet used was that adopted by the 
Israelites and used to write the Old Testament. It was 
borrowed by the Greeks from the Phoenicians, by the Romans 
from the Greeks, and by us from the Romans. Today the peo- 
ple of every country in the world, with the exception of 
China and Japan, write with a modified form of this same 
alphabet as a result of the remarkable activity of the 
Phoenician traders. 





Figs. 6, 7, and 8. Cosmetic Vase, Comb and Curler, and 
Inscribed Dagger. 


LACHISH AND THE CONQUEST OF CANAAN 


We are told in the Book of Joshua (Chap. 10) that 
Japhia, king of Lachish, was one of a number of five kings 
who objected so strenuously to Joshua's rapid advance in 
the conquest of Canaan that a pitched battle was fought 
northwest of Jerusalem. The result was a great victory for 
Joshua which was celebrated in one of the great epics of 
Israel, preserved for a time in the book of Jashar, "for 
there was no day like that before it or after it, when the 
Lord hearkened unto the voice of a man; for the Lord 
fought for Israel." We are also told that later on the 
Lord delivered the city of Lachish itself into the hand of 
Israel, who took it on the second day after it was be- 
Sieged "and smote it with the edge of the sword." 

When did the event take place? Many volumes and 
thousands of pages have been written on the Conquest of 
Canaan, and there is yet little agreement upon the subject. 
If the date of the fall of Lachish could be established 









SS a eee 





26 THE BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGIST 


archaeologically, this would be a fact of great importance, 
and would eliminate many an argument. Fortunately, it can 
be so dated, almost to the very year. 

There is certainly no lack of evidence that Lachish 
did fall. Excavation around the temple and other parts of 
the mound give ample witness to the terrific destruction 
which took place, just as at Jericho, Bethel and Debir. In 
addition there was found in the burned debris of the de- 
struction a very ordinary bowl, shown in Fig. 5, which 
turned out to be a remarkable object indeed. After it was 
reconstructed from some 25 pieces, it was found to have 
been used as a memorandum, apparently by an Egyptian tax 
collector, On it he had written in Egyptian a record of 
wheat deliveries from local harvests. He was thoughtful 
enough to write down the dates of these deliveries, all of 
which were in the fourth year of a certain pharaoh. 

Who was this pharaoh? Specialists in Egyptian say 
that the writing is to be dated about the time of Pharaoh 
Merneptah, not before; and Professor Albright has pointed 
out in an argument which is almost irrefutable that the 
"year four® on the bowl almost certainly refers to the 
reign of Merneptah and would therefore be about 1231 B.C. 
Since the fragments of the bowl were found in the burned 
debris of the destruction, the city could not have been 


Fig. 9. Sennacherib's Army Besieging Lachish (from Layard) 


conquered by the Israelites befbre that date, and since the 
fragments were all found together, the bowl was obviously 
broken in the catastrophe. We can therefore be confident 
that Israel smote Lachish "with the edge of the sword" not 
far from the year 1230 B.C. 


JUDEAN LACHISH 


After the story of Joshua, the next time we hear of 
Lachish in the Bible is in the story of Solomon's son and 
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possess the political dominance of his father and grand- 
father, but turned his efforts to the preservation of such 
territory as he had. To this end he fortified a series of 
cities along the Judean foothills to serve as frontier 
fortresses between Judah and Philistine territory. In 
each he put a commanding officer "and stores of victuals, 
and oil and wine. And in every city he put shields and 
spears, and made them exceeding strong." 

Lachish was one of the finest of this string of 
fortresses. The outlines of the defensive system which 
Rehoboam established have been uncovered by the excavators, 
and Fig. 12 is a restoration of the city as it must have 
looked at that time.. A double wall encircled the mound, 
buttressed at intervals by towers. The lower portion of 


the wall was of stone, as shown in Fig. 10: the upper por- 





Figs. 10 and 1l. City Wall, and Palace Steps 


tion was brick, long since toppled over as a result of 
time and conquerors. 

The double gateway was approached from the south. 
To reach the city one entered the outer gate, turned sharp- 
ly right, ascended the hill, and entered the inner gate, 
whereupon he found himself in the center of the shopping 
district. Below the towers of both gates were guardrooms, 
and outside were benches on which guards and townsmen could 
sit. As in all ancient towns in Western Asia, the city 
gate was the center for all important legal, business and 
political transactions. (cf. Ruth 4:1 and 11; Deut. 21:19, 
22324, etc.) 

In the center of the city stood a large building 
which must have been the palace-fort of the commanding of- 
ficer. To the east of this mansion (on the left in Fig. 
12) was a large paved court, presumably for military as- 
sembly and for horses and chariots. To enter the mansion 
one ascended a flight of steps (Fig. 11, looking north). 

By the side of the steps was a block or podium, probably 
for the purpose of mounting chariots and horses. 


successor, Rehoboam (II Chron. 11:5 ff.). This king did not 
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By the city walls, southeast of the governor's man- 
sion, was another large building with five long parallel 
chambers, the purpose of which is not certain. Almost ex- 
actly the same arrangement of a large central mansion and 
neighboring long-chambered building has been found in 
Judean Beth-shemesh, a few miles north of Lachish; and it 
is probable that the long buildings were district store 
houses for grain, wine, and oil, collected as taxes and for 
military purposes. - 


FOREIGN CONQUERORS 


The kingdom of Judah met disaster repeatedly by its 
refusal to pay the yearly tax or tribute levied upon it by 
Assyrian and Babylonian rulers. Lachish as one of the 
strongest fortresses was always one of the chief points of 
attack when these foreign rulers sought to subdue the re- 
bellious country. 

Undaunted by the fate which had befallen Israel in 
722 B.C., Hezekiah with the support of Isaiah, rebelled 
against Sennacherib, who promptly sent his army in the year 
700 B.C.* Both the Bible (II Kings, 18 ff. and Isaiah, 

36 f.) and Sennacherib himself tell us of the campaign. In 
addition Sennacherib had artists carve a relief on the 
walls of his palace at Nineveh showi his army storming 
the fortifications of Lachish (Fig. 9). Siege guns or rams 
are against the wall. Arrows and rocks are flying. Cap- 
tives are impaled; and though the defenders are still 
fighting valiantly in the towers, both women and men are 
filing out of the city, carrying their belongings on their 
shoulders. Other parts of the relief show Judeans being 
carried away into captivity, or brought before Sennacherib 
who is shown seated on his throne. 

Close examination of Fig. 9 will furnish a good 
idea of the dress of Judean men and women at that time. 
Figure 15 is a crest of a helmet found at Lachish, very 
similar to that on some of the helmets in the Nineveh re- 


lief. 

Not far from the city gate there was found a large 
pit into which had been thrown the bodies of at least 1500 
people. Since the date of this deposit was found to be 
about 700 B.C., it is probable that the bodies were those 
of the warriors who died in Sennacherib's siege. Some of 
the bones were partly burned, indicating that they had been 
gathered up from the burnt town. 

A number of the skulls from this pit are exception- 
ally interesting in that they show head injuries received 
in battle. Three are most important because they had been 
operated upon in a manner known as trephining. Figures 13 
and 14 are two of these skulls. A square hole has been cut 
in the middle of each, and so crude was the operation in 
Fig. 13 that the patient must have died immediately. On 
the other hand, in Fig. 14 it appears that the bone had 
started to grow again, so that the patient may have sur- 
vived the operation for a short time. Though operations 


*In most books this date is given as 701 B.C., but Prof. Julius Lewy 
has recently shown that it was somewhat later. 
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on the skull seem to have been well known to the ancients, 
only the Incas of Peru are at present known to have used 
the same method as the surgeons at Lachish. 

The excavators have confined a large portion of 
their time, thus far, to the city gates and the streets 
leading to them. Throughout this area there was ample 
evidence of two terrific destructions of the city in the 
early 6th century, from the last of which the city never 
recovered. From Babylonian sources and from the Bible we 
know of two campaigns which Nebuchadnezzer made against 
Judah: one in 597 B.C. and the other in 589-87 B.C. (see 
II Kings 24:10 ff. and 25:1 ff.). The archaeological evi- 
dence indicates that the two destructions of Lachish are 
to be connected with the two campaigns of which we know 
from literary sources. 





Fig. 12. Reconstruction of the City 


At the time of the first attack in 597 B.C., the 
city was crowded with houses and very strongly fortified. 
But the army of the Babylonians razed it more or less com- 
pletely, and the inhabitants of the city who remained, aft- 
er many had been taken into captivity, were never able to 
rebuild it entirely. During the reign of the weak and 
vacillating Zedekiah in Jerusalem, Lachish, a key frontier 
city, was thinly populated and protected by makeshift de- 
fenses. We can imagine the despair of Jeremiah in 589-88 
B.C. when "the king of Babylon's army was fighting.... 
against Lachish and against Azekah; for these alone re— 
mained of the cities of Judah as fortified cities." 

(Jer. 3437). 

In both destructions the whole city seems to have 
been set on fire and completely destroyed. Great portions 
of the city wall and gate-towers collapsed. So hot was the 
fire that much of the mud—brick work was burned a bright 
red throughout. Around the wall by the roadway leading to 
the outer gate were many arrowheads and pikes used in the 
ea ng as well as the Assyrian helmet crest shown in 

g- . 


29 































THE BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGIST 





30 





In the ashes of the destruction and elsewhere in 
the city were found several personal seals. Figure 16 is 
that of Gedaliah, described in the B.A.I, No. 2, pp.11-12. 
Figure 17, belonging to a certain Ahimelek, is interesting 
because it was made in the form of an Egyptian scarab and 
used Egyptian symbols. 

With the final fall came the Exile of thousands of 
people from all parts of Judah, and Lachish never regained 
its former importamce. A few of the exiles later straggled 
back to the site (Neh. 11:30), and the Persian government 
seems to have had local headquarters there for a time. The 
excavators have found three Persian buildings, the cnly 
large buildings thus far found in Palestine which belong to 
that period. Soon, however, even this occupation came to 
an end (in the 4th cent.?), and the mound was deserted 
even as it is today. 

G.E.W. 





Figs. 15, 14, and 15. 
Assyrian Helmet. 


Trephined Skulls, and Crest of an 


THE LACHISH LETTERS 


A discovery of unusual significance for Biblical 
studies was made in 1935, when eighteen letters written in 
Hebrew of the time of Jeremiah were uncovered. They were 
written with carbon-iron ink on broken pieces of pottery 
(Fig. 18 is an example), and they were found in and near 
the right-hand guardroom of the outer gate, mixed in the 
burned debris of the final destruction of the city. 

Most of the best preserved are letters written by 
a certain Hoshaiah (a good Biblical name: Neh. 12:32; 

Jer. 42:13; 43:2), apparently a subordinate military of- 
ficer stationed at an outpost or observation point not far 
from Lachish, to Yaosh, the commanding officer of Lachish. 
That the letters were all written within a period of a 
few days or weeks is indicated by the fact that the pieces 
of pottery on which they were written were from jars of 
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similar shape and date, and five of the pieces actually 
fit together as fragments of the same original vessel. 
The fact that all but two of the letters were found on the 
floor of the guardroom naturally suggests that they were 
deposited there by Yaosh himself upon receiving them from 
Hoshaiah. 

The letters reflect the disturbed and excited con- 
dition of the country just before the final destruction of 
Lachish at the end of Zedekiah's reign. Professor Albright 
plausibly suggests the late summer of 589 B.C. as the date 
of the letters—-the period just before the arrival of the 
main body of Nebuchadnezzar's army which laid siege to 
Jerusalem in the middle of January, 588 B.C. The presence 
of a great number of burnt olive stones in the nearby 
ruins suggests autumn as the actual time of destruction, 
after the conclusion of the olive harvest. 





Figs. 16, 17, and 18. Hebrew Seals, ard Lachish Letter III 


Letter I (in the conventional numbering) though 
only a list of names, is of striking significance since 
three of the nine names which occur—-Gemariah, Jaazaniah, 
and Neriah—appear in the Old Testament only in the time of 
Jeremiah. A fourth name is Jeremiah, which, however, is 
not limited in the Old Testament to the prophet Jeremiah, 
and need riot refer to him. A fifth name, likewise not 
limited to this period, is Mattaniah, which Biblical stu- 
dents will recognize as the pre-throne name of King 
Zedekiah,. 

Letters II-VI are the best preserved and the most 
easily read. All of them are similar in salutation. Let- 
ter III begins: "Thy servant Hoshaiah sends to report to 
my lord Yaosh: May YHWH (Yahweh or Jehovah) cause my lord 
to hear tidings of peace." Throughout this. group of let- 
ters Hoshaiah is continually defending himself to his su- 
perior, although the charges against him are not always 
cleur. It is tempting to think that he is in sympathy with 
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the Jeremiah faction which wanted to submit to the Baby- 
lonians instead of rebelling; but, of course, we cannot be 
sare. He describes someone, probably the princes (the 
text is not quite clear), in almost the same words which 
the princes use against Jeremiah in Jer. 38:4. 

In Letter III Hoshaiah reports to Yaosh that a 
royal mission is on the way to Egypt, and that a company 
of this group has been sent to his outpost (or to Lachish) 
for provisions, an allusion which points directly to the 
intrigues of the pro-Egyptian party under Zedekiah. Of un- 
usual interest is the reference in the same letter to "the 
prophet." Some writers have confidently identified this 
prophet with Jeremiah. This is entirely possible, but we 
cannot be certain and should be careful about pushing the 
evidence too far. 

The final statement of Letter IV affords an intimate 
glimpse into the declining days of the Kingdom of Judah. 
Hoshaiah concludes: "Investigate, and (my lord) will know 
that for the fire-—signals of Lachish we are watching, ac- 
cording to all the signs which my lord has given, for we 
cannot see Azekah." This statement calls to mind immediate- 
ly the passage in Jer. 3437, quoted above on p. 29. 

The real significance of the Lachish Letters can 
hardly be exaggerated. No archaeological discovery to date 
has had a more direct bearing upon the Old Testament. The 
scribes who wrote the letters (for there was more than one) 
wrote with genuine artistry in classical Hebrew, and we 
have virtually a new section of 0ld Testament literatures 
a supplement to Jeremiah.* 


Raymond 8. Haupert** 


*See Bulletin of the American Schools, No. 70 for the texts of the 
letters. 
**professor at Moravian College and Theological Seminary. 








